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In 2010, in this Journal, I described two memorials in Tartu, 
Estonia, honouring scientists who worked on the develop-
ment of chromatography, Teodor Lippmaa and Mikhail 
Semyonovich Tswett1 (Михаил Семëнович Цвет) [1]. The 
University of Tartu, founded in 1632 and reopened after var-
ious vicissitudes in 1802,2 has a long tradition in science and 
chemistry [2]. Its reopening took place under the initiative of 
George-Frederic Parrot [3], a German-speaking mathemati-
cian, physicist and chemist born in France.3

As reported in my 2010 note, during visits to the Univer-
sity of Tartu, I discovered a plaque (Fig. 2) in the University 
botanical garden (Fig. 1) commemorating the contribution 
of Mikhail Tswett to the Tartu Botanical Garden in 1917 
and 1918. This, unfortunately too short, period of work in 
Tartu was due to the perturbations of the First World War 
and the poor physical condition of Mikhail Tswett. However, 
on March 24, 1917, he was appointed as professor of botany 
and director of the Botanical Gardens at the University of 
Tartu [4, 5]. It is interesting to note that Mikhail Tswett’s 
father, Semen Nikolaevich Tswett, had studied science at 
University of Tartu, which was held in high esteem in the 
Tswett family [6]. When Tartu was invaded by German 
troops in 1918, Mikhail Tswett left Tartu to Voronezh, Rus-
sia, where the University was relocated. He died in Voronezh 
on June 26, 1919, at the age of 47. This was a period of 

great political instability, the independence of Estonia was 
declared in 1918, and 1919 was the year of foundation of the 
first Estonian-language university, the centenary of which 
will be officially celebrated on the 1st of December 2019.4

Not long after the publication of my note [1], I was vis-
iting Asti, Italy, a town well known for wines and for its 
Palio, a dangerous bareback horse race run within the city. 
By chance, or by the so-called “serendipity”, I discovered 
a plaque commemorating the centenary of the birth of the 
discoverer of chromatography, Fig. 3, as noted in the com-
memorative inscription. My curiosity was excited and I 
would like to share my discovery.

This landmark celebrating Mikhail Tswett birth is situated 
under the arcades (Portici Pogliani) of Piazza Vittorio Alfi-
eri, N° 5, about 4 m from the ground, close to the entrance 
of Hotel Reale (Royal Hotel). Just near the hotel entrance 
and the plaque, at N° 3, a historical pharmacy is also worth 
a stop,5 (Fig. 4), bearing in mind the remarkable “chemical 
affiliation” with the Tswett discovery of chromatography.

Hotel Reale, still in operation, is the exact place where 
Tswett was born on May 14, 1872. I was not able to col-
lect more information among the Italian chemists’ com-
munity on the initiators and origin of this tribute. The 
birth of Mikhail Tswett was reported at the town hall on 
May 19, a date which is sometimes mistakenly reported 
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as his birthday. His parents had come from Russia by ship 
to Genoa (Italy, Liguria), and arrived in Asti by train. 
They planned to spend an extended holiday in a resort at 
the beautiful Lake Maggiore, but the family had to stop 
urgently because of premature labour of the pregnant 
mother, Maria de Dorozza, of Italian origin. The birth 
appeared to have been difficult, and Maria died shortly 
after [7]. Little is known on the life of the mother [8]. 
The father took his premature and weak baby to Lausanne, 
Switzerland, where Mikhail Tswett was raised by a nurse. 

Fig. 1  Entrance of the botanical garden of the University of Tartu

Fig. 2  Plaque honouring Mikhail Tswett (1872−191), in Estonian and 
Russian, botanical garden of the University of Tartu: “here lived and 
worked the founder of chromatography”

Fig. 3  Commemorative plaque of the birth of M. S. Tswett (spelled 
in Italian in two ways) at N° 5 of Piazza Vittorio Alfieri (under the 
arcade-covered passage “Portici Pogliani”, close to the entrance of 
Hotel Reale) in Asti, Region of Piedmont, Italy. The Italian text is: 
“Michele De–Zevett, Michail Semenovich Zvet, Illustre Scienziato 
Russo, Scopritore della Cromatographia, Qui Nacque il 14 Mag-
gio 1872, Nel Centenario della Nascita” (Illustrious Russian scien-
tist—discoverer of chromatography—who was born here on 14 May 
1872—on the centenary of the birth)

Fig. 4  The remarkable “Farmacia Alfieri—Labor Chimico” under 
the Portici Pogliani, N° 3 Piazza Vittorio Alfieri, is near the Tswett 
plaque
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In 1885 Mikhail Tswett moved to Geneva [8], where he 
graduated from high school in 1891 and obtained his doc-
toral degree in 1896 [4].

Before his short period in Tartu, Tswett started a teach-
ing career at St. Petersburg, Russia, then became an assis-
tant at the University of Warsaw, Poland, and, later in 
the same University, professor of botany and agronomy 
at the Veterinary Institute, and professor of botany and 
microbiology at the Polytechnic Institute [8, 9].6 Sev-
eral detailed accounts of his life, scientific achievements 
and difficulties in his career are available [4–14]. Two 
authors, Karl I. Sakodynskii (1930–1996) [15] and Leslie 
S. Ettre (1922–2010) [16] were the most prolific Tswett’s 
biographers.

Mikhail Tswett and Teodor Lippmaa were initially bota-
nists, [17] but became recognized later by the chemist com-
munity. It is surprising that Tswett and Lippmaa are not cited 
in a history of analytical chemistry in Estonia covering the 
19th and half of the twentieth century [18]. Fortunately, 
Tswett was cited in another account on the chemistry and 
chemistry-related sciences in Tartu [2]. Indeed, Mikhail 
Tswett was nominated for the Nobel Prize in 1918 [5].

Finally, it is notable that Asti and Tartu are the towns in 
which began and almost ended the life of Mikhail Semy-
onovich Tswett.
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6 Pictures of a memorial plaque celebrating the invention of chroma-
tography by Mikhail Tswett (1901–1906), and of the building of the 
Warsaw University on which this plaque is placed are shown in Ref 
[9].
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